This article makes a comparative analysis of hotel classification and quality mark in hospitality, aiming, primarily, to eliminate the confusion among these concepts regarding the role, the objectives, the procedures, and the purpose of these regulations and instruments used in the hotel industry. In this sense, the concepts of hotel classification (classification systems of the European Union (EU) member states) and the quality mark in hospitality (within the EU countries) are analyzed. The research methodology involved activities of collecting, processing, and interpreting information on issues of classification and quality brand in the hotel industry, nationally and internationally, using a vast amount of documentary material (books, studies, journals, legal regulations, Internet databases, etc.), making objective and analytical observations, theoretical analysis, benchmarking, and content analysis. The research results provide information which eliminates the confusion between the two concepts, providing clarification on the role, objectives, and procedures of the hotel classification purposes, namely, quality label in hospitality. Research highlights the similarities and especially the differences between the hotel classification and the quality mark in hospitality. The conclusions of this paper contribute to clarifying concepts:
Introduction
Taking into account that tourism consumers are more informed and more pretentious when it comes to the quality and quantity of the touristic services, we find that the classification of tourist accommodations, as well as the quality certification of hotel services, has become essential requirements on the tourism service market.
The classification of tourist structures represents an encoded form of synthesis of the comfort level and range of services and is based on reputation, moral climate, and a set of service standards.
The quality mark is a model of best practices for the implementation and certification of quality hotel services as a voluntary option in the field of economic operators in order to improve the quality of services provided by the hotel units in order to increase customer satisfaction and ensure them that they will benefit in any hotel units assessed and certified by a high level of service quality, regardless of the category of classification unit.
Analysis of Classification Systems of Tourist Accommodation in the European Union (EU) Countries
Classification of tourist accommodation is a coded form which would synthesize the comfort level and range of services related to the specific category (Foris, 2011) .
The objectives taken into consideration through adopting an official classification system can be:
(1) Customers' information; (2) The possibility to distinguish tourism accommodation structures, by implementing differentiated policies;
(3) The possibility of a higher tax burden from the state to the products (luxury hotels); (4) A possible tariff regulation; (5) Facilitate communication, contract closing and monitoring, in the relationship between hotels and travel agencies.
Each of the world's countries, due to cultural and national traditions, appeals to a specific classification system, which prevents the application of a single classification system in the world (The European Consumer Centres ' Network, 2009) .
The criteria for classification of tourist accommodation, taken into consideration by OMT, are the following (The European Consumer Centres ' Network, 2009, pp. 5-6): (1) Comfort level: One of the criteria for the basic classification is the level of comfort, and it is composed of the following parameters:
(1) Surface (sqm) of the tourist location, of public spaces, rooms (according to the number of beds), the number of the touristic spaces, utilities;
(2) Conditions of offering suitable furniture, inventory, and sanitation utilities; (3) The presence and type of catering services; (4) Construction, access, and landscape; (5) Providing technical services, including telephony, Internet, TV reception, the facilities with TV, fridge, minibar, safe, etc.; (6) Possibility and offering of additional services.
To understand the essence of the classification of tourist system in terms of comfort level, the most important aspect is the regulatory activity of international practices, which are two different approaches in rule-making classification:
(1) Rule-making is ensured by the authorities/institutions of the state (the case of the national classification system);
(2) Rule-making is provided by the unions or professional organizations (e.g., Hotelstars). In this respect, various authorities/public institutions, professional organizations, and companies assumed responsibility to elaborate rules and regulations for classification of the touristic structures.
Classification of tourist structures, as a coded form of synthesis of the comfort level and range of services, is based on awareness, moral climate, and a set of standard services.
According to the adopted classification system, countries can be divided into the following categories: (1) States which do not have an official classification system (e.g., the Nordic countries)-justification based on the principles of freedom of the market and the objection of any form of intervention and control;
(2) States which do not adopt an official classification system, but which have a recognized informal classification system (e.g., the Great Britain whose classification system is introduced by two automobile associations: the Automobile Association and the Royal Club of Automobiles; Denmark whose system of "best practices" is introduced by "Politiken"; Switzerland, Germany, etc., the professional associations of hoteliers); (3) States which have an official system of classification, more or less detailed (e.g., Romania, Italy, Greece, Holland, Luxemburg, Bulgaria, France-considered as being one of the most complex classification systems).
Considering that the hotel is the most important type of touristic structure, we will present types of hotel classification systems and the authorities/organizations responsible for their implementation in the member states of the EU (see Table 1 ). Analyzing the existence of the hotel classification system in the member states of the EU, we find the presence of a classification system in 27 of the countries, where only Finland has not adopted such a system.
The analysis of the hotel classification system adopted in the EU member states, in terms of its nature, reveals that 17 states have a formal system of classification, thus identifying the existence of a self-regulated system in 11 states and in Finland no system (voluntary informal or no) adopted.
Analyzing the hotel classification system adopted in the EU member states, in terms of division of powers in regulating the classification system, we find that in most countries, there are national regulations, only in Belgium, Spain, and Italy, we meet regional regulations, and in Finland, there is no regulation of this nature.
At the EU, we identify the countries that have acceded to the classification system Hotelstars: starting with 2010, Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, Sweden, Hungary (in 2010) as well as the Netherlands, Estonia (since 2011). The same system was applied in Switzerland since 2011.
Under the HOTREC (Hotels, Restaurants, & Cafes in Europe) patronage, hotel associations of Austria, Czech Republic, Germany, Sweden, Hungary, and Switzerland have created the Hotelstars Union, partnership that follows a harmonious classification of hotels, based on similar criteria and procedures, applied in the mentioned countries.
Hotelstars classification system was launched on September 14, 2009, during a conference in Prague, being presented in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden, Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Hungary, and Estonia.
Not only do the classification systems vary from state to state, but there is also a significant diversity of types of tourist accommodation structures.
We will present the types of structures with functions of tourist accommodation and their classification categories used in the member states of the EU (see Table 2 ). Analysis of the establishments of tourist accommodation and their classification categories used in the EU member states leads to the following conclusions.
There is a diversity of structures with functions of tourist accommodation which are different and they have specific nomination categories differing from country to country.
Establishments of tourist accommodation can be divided into three main classes: (1) Hotel structures; (2) Non-hotel structures; (3) Outdoor structures. We believe that each main class corresponds to the following main types of structures with functions of tourist accommodation:
(1) Hotel structures: hotels; (1) Hotels; (2) Hotel apartments; (3) Motels; (4) Specialized hotels: vacation, business, conferences, health and wellness; (5) Floating hotels (boatels); (6) Unique hotels (boutique hotels); (7) Resorts. Regarding the classification system with functions of tourist accommodation in most EU countries, this is based on the star system, which can range from 1 to 5 stars (except in Italy, where, in most regions, for the hotel classification system is used a system based on six categories, from 1 star to 5 star deluxe, and the other 10 regions, a system based on five categories, from 1 star to 4 star deluxe), but other systems are encountered, such as system categories (in Cyprus, hotel apartments, tourist villages, and villas are classified by categories: Deluxe, A, B, and C; in Latvia, motels and guest houses are graded from I to IV), on classes (for classification of hotels in Scotland and Wales: Class 0-5), on flowers (for classification of guesthouses in Romania, from 1 to 5 flowers), on apples (for classifying farm house accommodation in Slovenia, from 1 to 4 apples) etc., but we identify the use of a higher class (in countries using the Hotelstars system, the supplement "superior", or "golden" stars for hotels in Spain, and "silver" stars for rural houses, hostels, and private rooms).
In the EU, not only do the hotel classification systems vary from country to country, but there is also a significant diversity in the level of comfort related to the level and criteria of classification, which differ from one state to another, an aspect that complicates even more the accuracy of the information provided by the ranking system in the eyes of tourists. This is the reason why one of the priorities in the field tourism is to improve the quality of tourism by harmonizing the classification standards in the field.
Quality Mark in Hospitality
In its working schedule, the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO, 2003) operates with the quality concept in tourism, defined as:
The result of a process which implies the satisfaction of all the legitimate product and service needs, requirements, and expectations of the consumer, at an acceptable price, in conformity with mutually accepted contractual conditions and the underlying quality determinants such as safety and security, hygiene, accessibility, transparency, authenticity, and harmony of the tourism activity concerned with its human and natural environment 1 .
The quality mark in the hotel industry is an instrument that evaluates the quality of the work done by tourism providers, in relation to a predetermined set of standards through which written and formalized procedures are made, which helps companies evaluate the service quality, with regard to the expectations and the needs of tourists. The quality mark is awarded through a mark certificate, issued by an authorized body in the respective field, receiving the mark that represents an attestation and a guarantee for the high quality of tourism services and products offered.
The quality mark is a model of good practices for implementing and certifying the quality of hotel services, as a voluntary option of the economic operators in the field.
The purpose of the quality mark is to improve the quality of services provided by the hotel accommodations for raising the satisfaction level of clients and for guaranteeing that they will benefit in any evaluated and certified hotel accommodation, from a high level of quality services, regardless of the accommodation category.
The quality mark's objectives in the hospitality field are as follows: (1) Developing and applying the model of best practices for implementing and certifying the quality of hotel services, for generating the satisfaction of customers, and for developing the competitiveness of hotel accommodations, by harmonizing the hotel services with the needs, expectations, and requirements of users;
(2) Application, inside the hotel industry, of an internal and external service quality system, a system to become an effective management tool, designed to develop the quality of provided services.
The quality mark's principles refer to the following aspects:
(1) The mark will favor the use of standards ("what do I do?") with operating procedures ("how do I do?");
(2) The marking will be done uniformly; (3) Implementation of the mark in as many categories of hotel units as possible; (4) Voluntary procedures, so that the management of every hotel will decide if they want to implement and apply for the quality mark.
Brand quality for hotel accommodations is created by starting from the steps contained in the tourism value chain (reservation, arrival, room, stay, pay, and the contact after the visit), and the elements from every step will represent the quality criteria. These criteria will be used for estimating the quality level of the services, and in the end, for applying the mark or not.
The basis of such a model of good practices, for implementing and certifying the hotel service quality, is the criteria for: management, staff performances, accessibility/location, building facade/exterior spaces/parking lot, common areas, hotel lobby/reception, rooms/bathrooms, breakfast/restaurant/bar/room service, customer services, supply, and communication.
The quality mark of the hotel industry has the following features:
(1) In order to cover the whole diversity of the hotel unit, the brand must be configured on a whole set of criteria (and not just on a few criteria);
(2) The criteria of the brand must be relevant, well-defined, and depend on the present and future expectations of the customers; (3) The mark must be transparent and must point out in a clear way the level of the realized service; (4) The mark must differentiate, in a clear and convincing way, the high-end hotels from the low-tier ones; (5) The mark must be easy to manage and adaptable to future changes; (6) The mark must be just and objective. "The symbol stating that the hotel is entrusted with providing quality hotel services" 2 can be defined as the quality label.
In the EU, the European Committee is currently working an umbrella European tourism label for quality schemes (European Commission, 2014) , to:
(1) Increase consumer security and confidence in tourism products; (2) Encourage tourism professionals who make genuine efforts to improve services. At present, there are many existing quality schemes for hospitality sectors across Europe, which vary greatly in terms of scope, assessment criteria, and procedures (see Table 3 ). We can also identify the quality mark European Hospitality Quality, developed by HOTREC (2013) and applied in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Germany, and Sweden, as well as Hostelling International Quality, developed by Hostelling International Association, acting globally for hostels.
Analyzing the existence of quality types of hotel brands in the member states of the EU, we find the presence of such a system in 15 states.
The analysis of quality hotel brands existing in the member states of the EU, from its nature point of view, emphasizes the fact that in six states, the system is given by the private organizations, in five states, the mark is given through a quality official system, and in four states, the public-private cooperation system can be found.
Each quality scheme is characterized by different criteria used to measure the quality and therefore to grant the label. Among all possible criteria, those directly concerning the features of the services provided are the most important. All quality schemes usually measure the quality through customer satisfaction survey, and the presence of a system to constantly control the quality for tourists is necessary. Many labels check the level, number and efficiency of the facilities, and other amenities available for tourists. Also important is the implementation of human resource policies for improving the quality of them and checking the truthfulness of advertising messages and other forms of communication.
Comparative Analysis of Classification System of Hotel Classification and Quality Label in Hospitality
Next, we perform a comparative analysis of hotel classification system and quality label in hospitality, using a set of 10 analysis criteria: definition, foundation, scope, regulation, purpose, objectives, typology of system, characteristics, features criteria, and benefits (see Table 4 ). It will favor the use of standards ("what do I do?") with operating procedures ("how do I do?"). Quality mark for hotel units will be created from the stages contained in the tourism value chain (reservation dates, room, stay, payment, and contact after visit), and the elements of each stage will be the quality criteria. These criteria will be used to appreciate the level of services quality, and finally to apply or not the mark 
Conclusions
Hotel classification is a coded form of synthesis of comfort level and range of services, and the quality label is a model of good practices for implementation and certification of the hotel services quality. The classification system may be compulsory or voluntary (varies from country to country), while the quality mark is always voluntary. Classification of hotels is based on the star system (1-5 stars), and the quality brand is based on awarding the quality mark symbol. Objectives taken into account by adopting a system of classification refer to: tourists information, the possibility of contrast of hotels by implementing a differentiated policy, facilitate communication, conclusion of contracts, and monitoring compliance with the relationship between hotels and tourists, while the objectives envisaged through the adoption of a quality brand relate to generate tourist satisfaction, building competitiveness of the tourist accommodation.
Quality certification services by quality mark do not intend to replace administrative classification or standards in force, but intend to supplement them, and in the long term, harmonize various existing categories and sub-categories, rather heterogeneous tourist market at present. For this purpose, the services offered by the tourist accommodation are evaluated in terms of the customer. Thus, the tourist accommodation must not only declare a list of facilities and services, but also deliver them to certain quality standards.
